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Abstract 

One of the major features of post-colonial literatures is their unique concern with place 

and displacement (Ashcroft et al, 1989) which is at once intellectual and instinctive, only 

contriving to accentuate the problem of identity. In a way, all post-colonial literatures are 

maneuvered to manifest the various forms of colonialism profitably yearning for the recovery 

of self. These web of identities on the one hand, while an acute urge of forging a new one on 

the other, becomes overt and pronounced in the writings of an expatriate (?) author like V.S. 

Naipaul whose writings are located in a geo-cultural space, toggling between the homeland and 

among the ‘imagined communities’ (Benedict Anderson, 1983). This paper intends to explore 
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the pervasive colonial effects in the writer’s native soil through analysis of his travelogue 

India: An Area of Darkness. 

 

Key Words: Loss of self, Identity quest, Colonialism. 

 

Introduction 

One of the major features of post-colonial literatures is their unique concern with ‘place 

and displacement’ (Ashcroft et al, 1989) which is at once intellectual and instinctive, only 

contriving to accentuate the problem of identity. In a way, all post-colonial literatures are 

maneuvered to manifest the various forms of colonialism profitably yearning for the recovery 

of self. These web of identities on the one hand, while an acute urge of forging a new one on 

the other, becomes overt and pronounced in the writings of an expatriate (?) author like V.S. 

Naipaul whose writings are located in a geo-cultural space, toggling between the homeland and 

among the ‘imagined communities’ (Benedict Anderson, 1983). This paper intends to explore 

the pervasive colonial effects in the writer’s native soil through analysis of his travelogue India: 

An Area of Darkness. 

Being Statelessness 

V.S. Naipaul is a great novelist, short story writer, historian, essayist and a travel writer. 

As a well-known international figure, he is a good traveler observing different cultures. V.S. 

Naipaul, a British Caribbean author was born in Trinidad, migrated to London from where he 

travelled to India in search of his roots but returned in vain as his travels were fruitless as he 

could find pervasive colonialism throughout India in everything like language, culture and 

religion. V.S. Naipaul has earned his credits through his famous novel A House for Mr. Biswas 

(1961) and by other works also such as Mystic Masseur (1957) Miguel Street (1959) and his 

other travelogue The Middle Passage which is based on his travel through Caribbean has 
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earned him reputation. His indeterminate position as Trinidadian child with Indian origin 

settling in London where his examination and interpretation of his own situation makes him 

feel alienated and dislocated. He, as a polyvalent blending of three cultures is unable to 

associate himself with any of these consortiums- a loss of self that is his central idea in all his 

writings. His state is comparable with the myth of Trishanku, a character in Ramayan as a king 

of solar dynasty also the ruler of Ayodhya, though a brave warrior and learned man decides to 

ascend heaven even before his death and gets himself caught in between heaven and hell 

ultimately becoming statelessness about which he states in his lectures: “In Trinidad, bright 

boy though I was, I was surround by areas of darkness ... With my limited social background 

it was hard for me imaginatively to enter into other societies or societies that were far away” 

(Two Worlds 7). Loss of self of Trishanku, being neither here nor there is similar with V.S. 

Naipaul in his identity- being statelessness. This statelessness sets him on expedition in search 

of his roots for which he starts his travel.  

Travel to Roots 

Unlike his other travel book The Middle Passage, India: An Area of Darkness is an 

attempt to search his roots for which he undertakes his travel which is usually used as a tool of 

exploration by early Europeans, who travelled only in search of materials. Travel writing has 

become a major genre used as a tool by postcolonial writers in exhibiting the light of history 

and culture. Cultural, social, political and personal aspects reflect in his travel writings. His 

experience and impression of India have been recorded in his work India: An Area of Darkness 

which was written after his first visit to India, though as a disturbed and pompous traveler 

portraying the country in hostility. This self-centered travel narration indicates his thirst for 

identity mooring. He travels to India and stays there for almost a year, visiting his village where 

his ancestors belong to, where from they have been forced to migrate, as indentured laborers 

to Trinidad. 
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“Ubi sunt”- Motif 

Though Naipaul’s portrayal of India, with its true clear-cut picture has irked his 

contemporary critics across Globe, whatever he depicts is true to its nature as he can decode 

concealed camouflage of colonialism in India as Bill Ashcroft and et al state in The Empire 

Writes Back " more than three- quarters of the people living of the world today have had their 

lives shaped by the experience of colonialism' (1). He debunks the truth that has shocked the 

Indian readers very much which has also earned him others’ wrath as he has been looked down 

by them as an outsider. His vignette of India has agitated even those who consider themselves 

the preserver of Indian culture and its heritage. His keen preconception about India is that it is 

the land of his ancestors who have left it and migrated to Trinidad as indentured laborers in 

search of a better lives yet India is alive as he states: “India lay about us in things: in a string 

bed .. .in plaited straw mats; in innumerable brass vessels; .. .in brightly coloured pictures of 

deities on pink lotus or radiant against Himalayan snow; and in all the paraphernalia of the 

prayer room. " the images, the smooth pebbles, the stick of sandalwood” (AAD 29). His idea 

about India is known for its classics before its colonization that is pre-colonial culture and 

wealth which can be identified in English literary annals from the sixteenth century till almost 

the eighteenth century portray India, one of the richest countries in the world for instance 

authors like Shakespeare refers in his plays, Henry VI (Act III, Scene I): "My crown is in my 

heart, not on my head; not decked with diamonds and Indian stones, nor to be seen: my crown 

is called content, a crown it is that seldom kings enjoy” (70). Troilus, the tragic prince of Troy, 

who had fallen in love with Cressida says, in Troilus and Cressida, 'her bed is in India, there 

she lies, a pearl (11)' (Act I, Scene I). Andrew Marvell states in his poem To His Coy Mistress 

“Thou by the Indian Ganges’s side, Shouldst rubies find” (Poetry Foundation,2018) and 

Nathaniel Hawthorn in his Scarlet Letter has given reference about Indian herbal medicine “a 

recipe that an Indian taught me”. This writing production either based on real experience or on 



IJELLH (International Journal of English Language, Literature in Humanities) Vol. 7, Issue 4, April 2019                            819                                                                                                                                     
 

other travel writer’s biographies and diaries in a good spirit has encouraged the other travelers 

across Europe to explore more about India. The same case with V.S. Naipaul who has 

knowledge about India through its classical texts that produce an utopian land which is in its 

pre-colonial past  in his mind with supported by these above mentioned lines shock him with 

an idea like “Ubi Sunt motif- the “where are” formula for lamenting the vanished past (“where-

are the snows of yesteryear?”) (M.H. Abrams, 229). He also laments on the loss of tradition: 

“I had rejected tradition, yet how can I explain my feeling of outrage when I heard that in 

Bombay they used candles and electric light for the Diwali festival, and the rustic clay lamps, 

of immemorial design which in Trinidad we still used (AAD 36). 

 Thus, travel writing has played a vital role in colonialism also in post-colonial 

literatures where the authors who from countries once colonized by Britain, Spain, France and 

other European nations would like to travel back.  

The remarkable thing to be noticed here is the lines mentioned above were dated before 

the timeline of colonization of India, politically, economically, culturally even by land. The 

same lines also awaken the pre -colonial era of India. Similar set of background can be 

identified in Indian mythologies also. The land that V. S. Naipaul yearns to visit is most 

certainly Bharat—the India of his ancestors, and not the contemporary modern India ravaged 

by the plunderers post-Bin Kasim and others from Arabia to The British.  

The motifs and development of postcolonial literatures are corresponding with national 

and regional consciousness which is very much obtainable in V.S Naipaul’s writings especially 

in his Indian trilogy.  Revival of their pre-colonial national and regional culture, religion and 

languages are very essential to dismantle the power of centre. But the lack of discourse and 

productive material on national and regional identities prevent the possibility of exploring the 

older heritages in the writings of authors who are displaced as Bill Ashcroft et all explains in 

Empire Writes Back: “The alienation of vision and the crisis in self-image which this 
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displacement produces is as frequently found in the accounts of Canadian ‘free settlers’ as of 

Australian convicts, Fijian-Indian or Trinidadian-Indian indentured labourers, West Indian 

slaves, or forcibly  colonized Nigerians or Bengalis” (9). 

 

Intolerance on Colonialism 

Naipaul disquiets about the mismanagement of government officials in India. He also 

reprehends Indians for being lazy and their views on labour as degradation, instead of 

performing their duties, they spend their time in idle. He also strongly condemns beggary. He 

says in his book India: An Area of Darkness: “To me as a child the India that had produced so 

many of the persons and things around me was featureless, and I thought of the time when the 

transference was made as a period of darkness, darkness which also extended to the land, as 

darkness surrounds a hut at evening, though for a little way around the hut there is still light. 

The light was the area of my experience, in time and place. And even now, though time has 

widened, though space has contracted, and I have travelled lucidly over that area which was to 

me the area of darkness, something of darkness remains, in those attitudes, those ways of 

thinking and seeing, which are no longer mine” (24). His need to travel from Trinidad to 

London is that the destitute natives who lack originality in their customs, culture, religion and 

tradition feel inferior to the colonizer and associate themselves with empire. The failure of his 

origin land in the sense of nationalism and identity leads him to desert it. That is why he could 

not tolerate the exploited country India in its colonial state even after its political independence 

and he could not accept it as his own country as like what James Baldwin says: 

I know, in any case, that the most crucial time in my own development came when I 

was forced to recognize that I was a kind of bastard of the West; when I followed the line of 

my past, I did not find myself in Europe, but in Africa. And this meant that in some subtle way, 

in a really profound way I brought to Shakespeare, Bach, Rembrandt, to the stones of Paris, to 
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the cathedral at Chartres, and to the Empire State Building, a special attitude. These were not 

really my creations, they did not contain my history; I might search in them in vain for ever for 

any reflection of myself; I was an interloper. At the same time, I had no other heritage which I 

could possibly hope to use. I had certainly been unfitted for the jungle of the tribe (“Notes of a 

Native Son” 1964:14).  

 Like this V.S. Naipaul, yet with hope critiques the authenticity of culture, religion and 

their practices as he explains “to die in one’s duty is life: to live in another’s is death. This is 

the Gita, preaching degree fifteen hundred years before Shakespeare’s Ulyssses, preaching it 

today” (AAD45) which he found to be exploited in new colonial economic methods. He also 

characterizes the destitute cultural and religious of the ethnicity that prevents himself to be 

associated with his roots. An Area of Darkness, first of his Indian trilogy having been written 

after his travel to India in 1964 is subjective and emotional as well as ironical.  

 

Unveiling the Truth 

Though many have criticized him for his projection, C. D. Narasimhaiah accepts the 

truth: “Our failings are so many and so varied that the most patriotic of us cannot defend them. 

Our love of symbols and labels rather than of action, our adolescent pride in real and imaginary 

achievements in our past; our love of the past without cultivating it to make it continuous; our 

neglect of great art and literature unless they are approved by European scholars and critics. 

Our celebration of festivals without knowing their significance; our prolific production of 

politicians and speeches, our imbecile intellectuals our double talk and double think (...), 

endless mimicry” (98). Because after independence in 1947 over a long run of struggle India 

failed to taste its victory as it was to face new hurdles in the words of John Keay “the internal 

discord of the country caused by the conflicts between the Hindus and Muslims led to the 
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division of India and the new country of Pakistan was erected (509). Thus, it is entrenched the 

colonial psyche by recollecting the mutilated cultural, political and historical identity.  

Conclusion 

To conclude, in search for own identity V.S. Naipaul undertakes his travel to India 

which fails to be fruitful as he witnesses a concealed colonialism across the country which is 

detached from its previous history, culture, religion and language. The real identities of the 

once colonized countries are gone in the wind between past and present.  
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